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Over the past few years, social networking sites are increasingly popular in the area of relationship marketing. It 
provides the opportunity for brand marketers to extend relationship with their potential and existing consumers in the 
virtual environment. Still, little research has been done to examine the value of consumer-brand relationship within the 
scope of social networking sites. To address this gap, the current study examines the relationship value that consumers 
perceived as a result of befriending hospitality brand in social networking sites. A qualitative study was conducted 
with three focus groups involving 10 respondents from six hospitality brand Facebook pages. The results indicated 
that they are five types of relationship benefits in the consumer-brand relationship value, namely information benefit, 
social interaction benefit, personal benefit, entertainment benefit and economic benefit. Also, respondents expressed 
concern over privacy and security issue as the main risk of having a relationship with hospitality brand in social 
networking sites. This article discusses managerial implications of the findings and suggests improvement for future 
research. 
 





In the early 1990s, the advance of marketing domain has witnessed a paradigm revolution in its orientation from 
transactions to relationships (Kotler 1990). Relationship Marketing as it is known, referred to as marketing activities 
directed towards establishing, developing, and maintaining successful relational exchange (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). It 
is seen as important in the marketing community as it provide a more holistic business approach covering both 
business-to-business and business-to-consumer markets environment (Gronroos, 2004). The concept has created much 
interest from both business practitioners and academic researchers and has been discussed in a number of studies; from 
manufacturer-supplier relationship  (Ulaga & Eggert, 2006), consumer-service provider relationship  (Ng, David & 
Dagger, 2011), to the recent sport organization-sport fans relationship in social media  (Abeza & O‘Reilly, 2013). 
Clearly, building good relationship with consumers is increasingly recognized as one of the integral part of business 
marketing strategies (Cannon, Cannon, Koksal & Johnson, 2014; Andersson & Karlstrom, 2014). 
 
This study focuses on the business-to-consumer relationship marketing environment, specifically in the area of 
consumer-brand relationship. It is referred to as the notion of consumer and brand as partners in a relationship dyad 
that emerges through interactions over a period of time (Gronroos, 2007). Despite some debate about the idea that 
consumers want to have relationship with brand marketers (e.g Spenner & Freeman, 2012; Dixon & Pomomareff, 
2010), several scholars argued that the human motivation to form interpersonal affection is found in the interactions 
between consumers and brand in websites (Ashworth, Dacin & Thomson, 2009; Park et al., 2009). Interestingly, 
establishing personalize relationships with consumers (Harter, Plenge & Hegen, 2010) and interacting with them in 
real time via brand websites (Dholakia, Blazevic, Wiertz & Algesheimer, 2009) directly reflect the notion that brands 
can be perceived as human characters. Similarly, the application of social networking sites in the Internet has been 
found to facilitate the formation of relationships in online communities (Sheldon, 2008). This may be explained, at 
least in part, by evidence that suggests users of digital media respond to computerize devices in the way they do to 
people (Williams & Rowlands, 2007).  
 
The key to operating a successful brand driven social networking sites is to create and deliver benefits that motivate 
consumers to have relationship with the brands online. When consumers perceive the relationship is valuable, they are 
more likely to join and participate in the brand social networking sites. Kang et al., (2007) stated that in online 
community consumer perceived value of the relationship should be consistent to encourage favorable behaviors such 
as brand commitment and loyalty. Thus, in order to operate a fruitful relationship-based brand social networking sites, 
the brand marketers should have in-depth understanding of their members dynamic background such as who are their 
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members and what are their needs to stimulate a healthy valued relationship (Kang, Tang & Fiore, 2014). However, 
most of the previous relationship marketing researches tend to focus more on offline relationship setting rather than 
online relationship setting. Notwithstanding of acknowledging the importance and urgency of developing systematic 
knowledge to guide consumer-brand relationship, this study attempt to investigate the value, specifically the costs and 
benefits that consumer perceived when having a relationship with hospitality brand in social networking sites.  
 
Perceived Consumer-Brand Relationship Value 
 
One of the most interesting developments in relationship marketing research is the conceptualization of consumer 
value, which is coined as relationship value (Payne & Holt, 1999). According to Kotrge and Okonkwo (1993), value is 
a subjectively perceived construct whereby different consumer segments perceive different values within the same 
brand, or a business product or service. Most definitions present consumer perceived value as a trade-off between 
benefits and sacrifices perceived by the consumer in a business‘s offering (Zeithaml, 1988; Monroe, 1990). Among 
other conceptualization, benefits are considered as a combination of economic, technical, service, and social benefits 
(Anderson, Jain & Chintagunta, 1993) or economic, strategic, and behavioral benefits (Wilson & Jantrania, 1995). 
Hence, the concept of relationship value is an attempt to build closer relationships in business. When relationship 
value is determined, the most valuable customers are given priority. 
 
Wilson and Jantrania (1994) were among the first to explore the components of value in a relationship.  They conclude 
that any relationship creates some value to both partners; thus how this value is shared is likely to be a major issue in 
the life of the relationship. Hogan (2001) defines the customer perceived value of a relationship as the customer‘s 
perception of the cumulative worth of all the tangible and non-tangible benefits that they derive from the relationship 
with the seller. In addition, relationship value is made up of the convenience and fairness, which customers receive 
from the relationship. Although research related to relationship value in the brand social networking sites is still in its 
infancy, Dholakia, Bagozzi and Pearo (2004) shed a light on people value perceptions that motivate to participate in 
online communities that entail purposive value, self-discovery, maintaining interpersonal interconnectivity, social 
enhancement and entertainment value.  
 
Harrison-Walker (2004) proposed three types of relationship bonding between brands and consumers through the 
Internet namely economic bonds, social bonds and structural bonds. Economic bonds include the amount of money 
and time spent developing a relationship, while social bonds include the virtual interaction between members that 
foster a relationship. Structural bonds are the attachments to the network that make it difficult to exit the relationship.  
In a more recent study, Brun, Durif and Richard (2014) stated that the key concept of relationship marketing in the 
online environment should incorporate the simplicity and ease of the consumer‘s web experience. Consumers enjoy a 
highly positive business website that is reliable, responsive and easy to use. These could be extended further to apply 
in the context of social networking sites. In the context of this study, perceived brand relationship value is referred to 
the relationship benefits and costs that consumers perceived when having a relationship with hospitality brand in 
social networking sites. 
 
Hospitality Brand and Social Networking Sites 
 
Social networking sites: Brand Facebook page 
 
This research focuses on the online brand community built on the social networking sites. Of the many social 
networking sites, Facebook was selected due to its popularity among online community and brand marketers. Industry 
data show that Facebook is undoubtedly one of the most popular social network websites in terms of its number of 
users and marketing power (Morrison, 2010; Peppitone, 2010). As one of the fastest growing applications of social 
commerce, Facebook currently have more than 600 million active users in over 210 countries (Socialbakers.com, 
2014). Industry data also suggest the prevalence of the Facebook application in the marketing domain. According to 
the business industry data, 60% of the world‘s top retailers have an active presence on Facebook (Cripps, 2010) and 
68% of U.S. retailers have acquired their customers through Facebook (Shop.org, 2010). Although precise statistical 
data are not available, most of top brands are utilizing Facebook as a medium to cultivate and engage their brand 
communities in diverse ways (Morrissey, 2009). As such, what is practiced on Facebook exemplifies current 
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In Malaysia, almost half of the brand in the Top 200 brand Facebook page is related to the service industry, with 
hospitality brand such as AirAsia, McDonalds and KFC are in the top three (Socialbakers, 2014). In view of this, this 
study focuses primarily on brand Facebook page related to the hospitality industry which refers to all businesses that 
provide food, beverages and lodging to people who are away from home (Ingram, 1999; Brotherton, 1999; Ditmer, 
2002, Lashley, 2000). Some scholars extend the scope of the hospitality industry to incorporate entertainment such as 
attractions, recreation and special events, travel distribution channels and transportation (Chon & Sparrowe, 2000; 
Ditmer, 2002; Lane & Dupre, 1997). Thus, based on the definitions, the hospitality industry in the context of this study 




Over the past decade, the value of qualitative approaches has become more significant in consumer research with 
number of scholars gaining insight into phenomenon not easily understood through quantitative measures (Masberg 
and Silverman, 1996). To address the research gap, a series of semi-structured focus group discussions was conducted. 
This qualitative inductive approach was employed due to its ability to obtain first-hand explanations of the specified 
domain of the study (Hastings and Perry, 2000). Understanding consumer-brand relationship is derived from 
information given directly from the consumer, rather than from the direction of theories, laws and concepts (Masberg 
and Silverman, 1996). Moreover, consumer-brand relationship in social networking sites is not just a simple 
measurable thing. Such complexities are better sought through a more in-depth qualitative approach. 
 
Sampling and data collection 
 
Generally, the goal for selecting participants for a qualitative study is to minimize sample bias rather than achieving 
generalizability (Morgan, 1997). According to Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007), the sample size for a qualitative study 
should not be too small that it is difficult to achieve data saturation or too large that it is difficult to manage the data. 
This study conducted three series of focus group discussion that consist of ten participants each group to reach the 
point of data saturation. The thirty participants were selected based on the nonprobability sampling from six most 
popular hospitality brand Facebook page in Malaysia namely AirAsia, Kentucky Fried Chicken Malaysia, McDonald 
Malaysia, Malaysia Airline System, Pizza Hut Malaysia and Burger King Malaysia. Semi-structured open-ended 
questions were administered to the focus groups as a mean to collecting data. It offered sufficient flexibility to explore 
any aspects of the issue under investigation that may surface in the discussion (Newton, 2010). This type of data 
collection is useful as the dynamic interactional and synergistic nature of the focus group allows participants to clarify 





Thematic analysis was the primary method of analysis for the qualitative semi-structured focus group interviews data 
in this study. It is referred to as a method of identifying, analyzing and reporting themes or patterns within data (Braun 
& Clarke, 2006). The choice of thematic analysis for this research lies in its flexibility, suitability to a pragmatic 
framework, ease of use, acceptability academically, its provision of rich description of data sets, its allowance for 
social as well as psychological interpretation of data and its ability to highlight similarities and differences across data 
sets (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In this study, the thematic analysis of the text data was conducted at two levels, within 
each focus group and across the three focus groups. QSR NVivo software was used to analyze the data as it is 
considered as to be more user friendly, visually attractive, and suitable for individual research projects than the other 




Participants were asked to discuss about their relationship with hospitality brand Facebook page in Malaysia. Among 
all, the brand Facebook pages include four spectrums of the hospitality industry, namely food and beverage, 
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Information benefit seems to be the first and the most important reason why participants want to establish a 
relationship with hospitality brand Facebook pages. Information benefit refers to the benefit that participants receive 
from getting and sharing information in the hospitality brand Facebook page. They regarded the hospitality brand 
Facebook page as a source of collective information that includes photos, videos and posts. Additionally, they 
benefited from group generating ideas, influencing others and seeking solution to problems. Further, they can ask the 
hospitality brand for a more accurate and up-to-date information in relation to the hospitality brand offerings. 
Examples of these include: 
“There is information about their latest offerings… Also, they notify changes in flight schedule…” Male, 25 
“When I am in doubt, I just ask the brand or others in the brand Facebook page for further information” Female, 33 
 
Social interaction benefit 
 
Most of the respondents interviewed mentioned that the hospitality brand Facebook page provide a new means for 
them to communicate with the hospitality brand as well as other online brand community, beyond email and telephone 
communication. They can interact with the hospitality brand asking question, giving feedback and sharing their 
product or service consumption experiences.  At the same time, they can have one-on-one or one-to-many interaction 
with their online network in order to seek or give answers to specific questions. Examples of these include: 
“I can interact with the brand online, to ask questions…” Male, 27. 




Participants stated that they derived fun, pleasure and relaxation through interacting with the hospitality brand and 
others in the hospitality brand Facebook page. Clearly, joining the hospitality brand Facebook page is seen as a source 
of entertainment. They mentioned that they enjoy browsing the contents of the hospitality brand Facebook page. 
Moreover, they like to participate in games held in the hospitality brand Facebook page as a way to recharge 
themselves and to pass idle time. Examples of these include: 
“Their Facebook page is entertaining, interesting pictures….sometimes they posted funny videos…” Male, 31. 




Economic benefit refers to the intangible rewards received by the participants as a result of their relationship with the 
hospitality brand Facebook page. They stated that some hospitality brand Facebook page offered some kind of 
promotion voucher to purchase products and services at discounted price. Also, they mentioned that there were 
contests held which provide attractive prizes to the lucky winner. Examples of these include: 
“by being a member in this brand Facebook page, I have the opportunity to win some cash  in the contests or 
games…” Male, 24. 
“As a member, I will be entitled coupons to purchase their food at lower cost” Female, 28. 




Surprisingly, a large number of participants join hospitality brand Facebook page to fulfill personal desire for self-
expression, self-esteem, self-satisfaction and empowerment. These involve understanding and deepening of their 
salient aspects of one‘s self through social interactions. It refers to the benefit that helps one to develop, define and 
elaborate on one‘s own preferences, tastes, values and opinions. Also, it is the benefit that the participants gained from 
learning from others. Examples of these include: 
“I can say whatever I want to say in their Facebook‟s wall or contents” Male, 31. 
“I just love to fly with them, it feels like home” Female, 21. 
“I feel like I am apart of the community” Male, 34. 
“As a frequent user of this brand, it is great to have this kind of relationship with them online…. I am a proud 
customer...” Female, 27. 
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Perceived Relationship Risks 
 
Although the participants benefited from the relationship with the hospitality brand in the Facebook page, they 
remained concern over the issue of privacy and security. They were worried that the hospitality brand misuses their 
personal details for unethical marketing practices such as through unsolicited telemarketing, spam email and mails. 
Also, they expressed concern that brand marketers might use social networking sites to spy on their online behavior 
and invade their privacy. Examples of these includes: 
“it is possible that they take my details without my consent, such as my telephone number” Male, 25. 
“when I click the “like” button, I am scare they will invade my privacy…start sending me emails and so on” Female, 
25. 
 
Discussion and Conclusion  
 
Social networking sites have a great potential as a platform for hospitality brand marketers to establish and maintain 
good relationship with their consumers. Findings generated from this study formed an understanding of how 
consumers perceived the costs and benefit of having a relationship with hospitality brand in social networking sites. 
Several themes emerged as the key drivers for consumer-brand relationship in social networking sites. The key drivers 
of can be classified as information, social interaction, economic, entertainment and personal benefits, while the key 
hinders of a good consumer-brand relationship are privacy and security risks.  
 
This study should prove valuable to academic researchers as well as practicing managers. It is among the earlier 
efforts to determine meaningful drivers of consumer brand relationships as being manifested in social networking 
sites. It shows that driver variables range from monetary savings, personal benefits, social interaction, information and 
entertainment. From the academic perspectives, this study contributes to the existing body of knowledge about 
relationship marketing. The study provides deeper understanding of the reasons why consumers engage in relationship 
with hospitality brand in social networking sites. The current study provides a basis to develop a multi-item scales 
measuring consumer relationship drivers towards brand marketers. The effects of these drivers on consumer's 
inclination towards a relationship with brand marketers can be further explored and tested. While, from managerial 
point of view, findings of the study signal the need for better marketing strategies, which include emphasis on the 
variety of benefits, offered by hospitality brand social networking sites.  
 
It can be concluded that the degree of importance of the consumer brand relationship in social networking sites is 
highly dependent upon; (1) relationship benefits; and (2) relationship risks. Hospitality brand marketers should focus 
on the benefits that consumers valued to attract them into the relationship. However, hospitality brand marketers 
should be careful when implementing relationship marketing through social networking sites as this can be seen as a 
threat to the consumers‘ privacy and security. Future research should look to compare other social networking sites 
such as twitter in order to understand the differences between them. Also, it is interesting to examine whether 
consumer brand relationship have significant effect on consumers‘ behaviors, for example word of mouth behavior in 
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